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ADAM SMITH AS A
MORAL PHILOSOPHER
Douglas Y. Thorson
The year 1976 was a bicentennial for our nation, and fo r The Wealth
of Nations, the famous economics classic by Adam Smith. Conferences

were held and numerous publications were forthcoming. We have now
entered the stage of assessment of bicentennial scholarship on Adam
Smith .' T he research on Smith has not been ceremonial and patronizing;
ii has been lively and engaging. There is much in Smith's subject matter
that is timeless and of acute interest to our own age, and Smith had an
unusual capacity for observation, scholarship and synthesis. The
bicentennial scholarship has been rich not only in appraisal and
rediscovery, but also in yielding a new Glasgow edition of Adam mith 's
complete Works and Correspondence.
A strong theme of the bicentennial scholarship is the tendency to view
Smith's works as a whole.' The earlier tendency, particularly among
economists, had been to give autonomy 10 The Wealth of Nations, and
to neglect Smith's other cont ribution s.
The newer emphasis yields a more complete understanding of Smith.
Adam Smith was a moral philosopher first, and an economist second .
Economics for Smith merely charts the terrain and dynamics of the
secular world in which the important ethical and moral issues are acted
out. As a moral philosopher the latter were the first preoccupation of
Smith. Advances in textual scholarship and discovery of ne\\, Smithian
documents add authority to this point.' In addition, Smith was a gifted
synthesizer. It would be unusual if this naturally ynthetic mind had not
found integration among his various works as well as within them. In
fact, records indicate that Smnh entertained plans (never fulfilled) of
writing an integrative magnum opus.'
Before considering Smith's philosophical and economic ideas, it will
be helpful and interesting to es1abli~h a context. Smith lived at 1he beginnings of the fir\t indusmal revolution, at a time when the founda11ons
for the economic development of the next two centuries were being laid.
Commerce and industry, sparked by the wool and textile industry, grew
fast in seventeenth and eigh1een1h century Great Britain. This \\axing
economic activity was mo1iva1ed by a system of free enterpn e and
private property, even though an inhibiung mercan1ilis1 system - with
HS government intervention retained considerable power even in
Smith's day.
The particulars of Smith's life are hardly sensational or dramatic, but
taken as a whole they are somehow inspiring.' He was never jailed, spied
upon, beset by emotional problems , refused an academic chair, or compelled to leave the country - in these re pec1s his life differs from 1ha1 of
many of his contemporaries. Balance, equanimity, modera11on ,
discipline, integrity, intense intellectual curiosity, a keen awareness of
how he wanted 10 live his life, and success in pulling his beliefs to practice - all characterize Smith's life and personality.• Adam Smith, it
would appear, was a happy and successful individual.
He was born in Kirkaldy, Scotland , in 1723 . H e st udied at the University of Glascow a nd later won a scholarship 10 Oxford. Mathematics and
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Natural Philosoph y were Smith's favorite pursuits as a student. Though
he fo und the University of Glasgow stimulating, he fo und Oxfo rd dull
a nd t raditional. He complained that the professors at Oxford almost
totally neglected their teaching, and commented tha t what he accomplished was of his own doing.
In 175 1, five years after leaving Oxford, Smith was appointed to succeed h is former teacher, Francis Hutcheson, as P rofessor of moral
philosophy at the University of Glasgow. His classes attracted large
e nro llments; and students sought him out privately for the breadth and
sureness of his knowledge, as well as for his willingness to help them . At
the same time, administrators of the University looked upo n him as a
"man who gets things done." Inevitably, he was prevailed upon to
assume the duties first of Dean and then of Vice Provost. Nor did Smith
restrict his associations to the University. Glasgow was a bustling comm ercial city, where - when he could find the time - Smith enjoyed
a rguing economics with Glasgow .merchants in a nearby tavern.
All in all, Smith looked back on the thirteen years at Glasgow as the
most happy and productive of his life. While there, he worked hard on
his encompassing lectures and, among other things, completed his first
book The Theory of Moral Sentiments, in 1759. The work was an immediate success and established him as an intellectual leader of his day.
After thirteen years of University teaching, Smith surprised many of
his friends in 1763 by accepting an offer to serve as tutor of the stepson
of the famous Lord Townshend (author of the infamous Townshend
Revenue Acts directed at the American colonies). There were several
reasons for Smith's acceptance. First, the offer provided an annual
stipend for life which could permit him to meet his modest needs a nd to
accommodate his desire to spend all of his time writing. Second, though
the Glasgow years were good years, Smith, for all the reputation he had
acquired as a com petent administrator, was glad to free himself from this
demand upon his time. He looked forward particularly to a richer
cultural and intellectual environment.
Smnh chose the city of Toulouse, France, as the domicile for himself
and his charge. From there they traveled on occasion :o Geneva and
Paris where audiences for them were arranged with Voltaire, Rousseau,
and other leading scholars of the day. After three years, Smith's tutorial
duties were fulfilled. Henceforth, he received an annual income for life,
about twice what he had made as a university professor, and he devoted
all of his time to writing. His second book, long since a classic, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, came out in
1776, though modern scholarship has traced its origins at least back to
1763 and his lectures at Glasgow. ' Smith devoted the rem ainder of his
days to study and writing, except for a government adm inistrative appointment late in life.
. .
The most basic and developed of Smith's ideas are to be fo und in his
two books The Theory of Moral Sentiments and The Wealth of
Nations.1a In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smit h searches fo r the
substance and the source of morality. He provides a synthesis of t wo op·
posing moral philosoph ies of his day: one t ha t a rgued tha t a ll actions are
grounded in self-love a nd t he other the impo rta nce o f a ltruism .
.
Sm ith believed th at individ ua ls restrain t heir selfishness by placing
themselves in the position of o thers. As he puts it: " When I endeavor to
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themselves in th e position of others. As he puts it: "When I endeavor to
examine my own conduct . . . I divide myself . . . into two persons ...
The first is the spectator, whose sentiments with regard to my own conduct J endeavor to enter into by placing myself in his situation, and by
considering how it would appear to me, when seen from that particular
point of view. The second is the agent, the person whom I properly call
myself. ' ''
This ability of individuals to proJect themselves into the situations of
others endows them with sympathy for their fellow beings. Because sympathy is so spontaneous and natural in individuals, it must be a separate
and independent sentiment and not one derived from self-love.
Interestingly, in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith looks upon
the pursuit of riches as an impediment to happiness and peace of mind.
He notes that this type of ambition becomes all-consuming of one's
energies and forms habits that are difficult or 1mposs1ble to break. For
Smith this pursuit exemplifies a means that has become an end in Itself.
Cultivating and heeding this impartial observer in us leads to higher
levels of happines . This process involves practicing vi rtue, seeking
wisdom, and developing sympathy IO"-ard humanity. The ultimate
reward is tranquility of mind. In Smith's "-Ords, "The man who neither
ascribes to himself, nor "'ishes that other people should ascribe to him,
any other merit besides that "'hich really belongs to him, fears no
humiliation, dreads no detec11on, but rests contented and secure upon
the genuine truth and solidity of his own character."'
onetheless, Smith identifies the pursuit of riches and the cult1vat1on
of virtue as two alternative routes to what he calls "respect" in society
He points out that while the pursuit of riches is false in many respects, It
does have the grace of mobihzing and focusing human energy, which in
turn causes the wealth of the nation to grov. , benefiting all . Thus, he sees
this pursuit as a v.ay of life upon which a society can be bt11l1, provided
there is sufficient fello"'-feehng to uphold the la"'s of the state and the
common rules of fair play.
What makes these views surprising and intnguing 1s that they com e
from the same person who wrote The Wealth of Nations. This latter
work of Sm11h has been popularized as a book that e\to ls che virtues of
the profit-seeking businessman kept 111 check by the forces of competicion. Also, dramat1zat1on of Smith usually emphasizes his \le\vs on
min1m12ing government mterven11on in the economy. But even on the
level of serious scholarship, manv have felt that The Theorv of Horal
Sentiments, with its manv faceted individual, was so different in emphaSIS as to render It irrec.oncilable \Vllh The Wealth of Nations and the
more singularly self interested indiv1dual. 10 This supposed contradiction
has been called "das Adam Sm1th Problem ."
It is our view, however, that the two books are complimentary and
harmonious. This 1s persuasive if one accepts the proposition that Smith
wrote The Wealth of Nations as a consequence of havmg wmten The
Theory of Moral Senlllnents. The overall pattern of Smith's scholarship,
along with modern manuscript research, suggest the reasonableness of
this proposition. 11
Smith, in commo n with a number of his contemporaries, was much
concerned with the conditions fo r establishing a m oral and just society.
Like Hume, Smith came to the conclusion that the foremo t stumbling
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block to development of such a society was the impossibility of comm
co~cern with i_ssues of mo_rality ~nd justice among individuals occupi~~
daily by ~uest1ons of survival. . Like Maslow after him, Smith concluded
that the first step toward creauon of a moral and just societ y necessarily
~ay in raising _the l~vel_~f economic well-being. Freed from the press of
issues of ~urv1val, m~1v1du~ls would turn naturally to higher questions.
Thus, while the pursun of riches may cost us our peace of mind we must
risk this repose for the basic necessities of life; the essential pre~ondition
for a moral and just society.
Within this context, Smith viewed a market system as the best
available framework for the pursuit of individual economic welfare and
the economic growth for the nation. Yet his view was not unqualified.
H e is far from complacent about the power of competition to control the
businessman. He comments that "People of the same trade seldom meet
together, even for merriment and diversion, but the conversation ends in
a conspiracy against the public , or in some contrivance to raise prices.""
And he does not believe that the economic forces within a market system
are themselves sufficient to insure a viable system. If rules of fair play are
to be maintained, there has to be a sufficient degree of sympathy and
fellow feeling . Thus, the impartial spectator of The Theory of Moral
Sentiments is also present in The Wealth of Nations. Furthermore, in
Book Five of The Wealth of Nations, he writes of such necessary functions of government as the provision of roads, harbors, regulation of
monopoly, and a subsidy for the education of the laboring poor.
Despite imperfections, however, Smith considered markets powerful
veh icles for enhancing the wealth of the nation and far preferable to state
directed mercantilism . And , in The Wealth of Nations, Smith reveals a
fervent belief that a market system - because it uses human attributes to
generate economic well-being - is the most useful means to this larger
end; and an equally fervent conviction that human beings freed from
concern with survival are naturally inclined to consider higher ends.
An important contribution of Smith is his insightful consideration in
dynamic societal terms of both the actual and the ideal. He not only
described and analyzed the economy as it existed, but he also renders a
searching appraisal of its potential for achieving a worthwhile and
coherent ideal. Unfortunately, the context of and the interrelations
among Smith's ideas are evident only when both of his books are read
and considered together. Too often exclusive emphasis given to The
Wealth of Nations precludes insight into Smith's broader vision.
Though Smith saw the interrelationships between economic realities
and ethical aspiration, a problem that he did not fully appreciate is that
an economic system so clearly tied to human acquisitiveness tends to
glorify materialism to the system 's own advantage. This glorification ?n
the system' s part tends to cast values of a higher order (Smith's moralny
and justice) into disrepute, if not into neglect. Nonetheless, Smith ~ade
a substantial and seminal contribution to our understanding of the inter·
relationships between the realm of economics and the realm of morality.
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